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ABSTRACT
Assimilation theory assumes that differences between migrants and non-
migrants disappear over generations. We report on a Flemish survey study
conducted with young first- (G1), second- (G2) and third- (G3) generation
migrants (n = 1,587). The results showed that G1 and G2 had lower chances of
being in educational tracks preparing for higher education than non-migrants.
Further, G1 and G3 migrants with a background in the oldest fifteen members
of the European Union (EU15) and G1 and G2 adolescents of non-EU15
migrants ran a higher risk of being delayed in their educational trajectories.
All three generations of non-EU15 migrants had lower expectations of finding
a job than non-migrants. Whereas socio-economic status could explain almost
all of the differences for EU15 migrants, it could not for non-EU15 migrants.
This leads to the hypothesis that visible differences and distinctive names
lead to assumptions about ethnic, cultural and religious affiliations that are
associated with discrimination.
ARTICLE HISTORY Received 20 October 2015; Accepted 8 November 2016
KEYWORDS Structural assimilation; migrant generations; education; labour market; discrimination;
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Introduction
The processes taking place when people migrate from one country to another
and try to settle have been studied through the lens of assimilation theory for
almost a century (Park and Burgess 1969). Yet at the same time, the extensive
discussion of these assimilation processes – often referred to as “integration”
processes – points to the deep societal and political concerns that this topic
arouses (Blommaert and Verschueren 1991). Assimilation has been a highly
contested concept, but since its return in the 1990s as an analytical concept
in the social sciences, more emphasis has been put on structural assimilation
processes, in particular positions in educational systems and the labour
market (Alba and Nee 1997). Furthermore, it is argued that assimilation is a
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process that occurs over several generations, rather than solely on an individ-
ual level (Brubaker 2001).
The central research question in this paper is whether we can find empirical
evidence for such structural assimilation processes over generations. Our
main hypothesis is that over several generations, the positions in education
and the labour market of people with a migration background become gradu-
ally more equal to the positions of non-migrants. Current evidence in this field
is rather mixed and incomplete (Alba and Nee 1997; Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi
2008), with, in particular, considerable intra-generational heterogeneity
(Fincke 2008). This heterogeneity could be due to, first, the region of origin,
which may impact on assimilation processes: non-Europeans, who are often
non-whites and/or Muslims, are often confronted with more discriminatory
and “othering” practices (Zemni 2011), making structural assimilation pro-
cesses more difficult. Second, socio-economic status (SES) plays an important
role: a lower SES background generally decreases opportunities in education
and the labour market, yet it is unclear whether SES accounts for differences
found between migrants and non-migrants or between generations (Kao and
Thompson 2003). In examining possible associations between post-migration
generations and educational attainment or occupational expectations, we will
therefore control for SES background and differentiate for the region of origin.




Assimilation is one of the most widely studied concepts used to examine the
processes that take place when people migrate to another country and try to
settle. Defined as “a process of interpenetration and fusion in which persons
and groups acquire the memories, sentiments, and attitudes of other persons
or groups, and [… ] are incorporated [… ] in a common cultural life” (Park and
Burgess 1969, 735), the concept of assimilation has been in development
since the 1920s, a peak period for migration to America (Brubaker 2001).
However, more restrictive understandings of this concept, in particular its uni-
directional interpretation, together with policies, such as Americanization in
which people were pushed to take over the majority’s identity and throw
away their roots, have made assimilation a highly contested concept (Alba
and Nee 1997).
After a differentialist turn in the 1980s and 1990s, when differences were
celebrated, assimilation rapidly returned as a concept in the social sciences
from the 1990s on, albeit in a transformed manner (Alba and Nee 1997). In
mainstream newspapers and policy papers, the word “integration” has been
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used far more often (Blommaert and Verschueren 1991). “Integration” is,
however, seldom explicitly defined and can implicitly often be boiled down
to assimilation in its restrictive, unidirectional sense (Blommaert and
Verschueren 1991). A first change in the concept as used in the social sciences
was that, instead of ultimate, complete absorption, assimilation became
regarded as a gradual change towards increasing similarity in some respects
and between some groups (Alba and Nee 1997; Brubaker 2001). This implies
that assimilation is not necessarily a unidirectional process, but that it can be
bi- or multidirectional. Second, the normative concern in assimilation shifted
from cultural to socio-economic themes (Alba and Nee 1997), in particular
migrants’ position in education and the labour market, which is also the
focus of this paper. Third, assimilation is no longer seen as (solely) taking
place at an individual level, but also as happening at a population level,
over generations (Brubaker 2001). The idea of a straight-line assimilation
theory, stating that each generation assimilates more until complete assimila-
tion is reached, is often still maintained, but has been nuanced in the sense
that it can be a “bumpy line”, with interruptions and tangents at times
(Alba and Nee 1997).
Additionally, the concept of “segmented assimilation” was introduced
(Portes and Zhou 1993) as a second pathway, next to assimilation into
the mainstream(s), that “leads straight into poverty and assimilation into
the underclass”, called “downward assimilation” (Portes and Zhou 1993,
82); and as a third pathway that “associates rapid economic advancement
with deliberate preservation of the immigrant community’s values and tight
solidarity” (Portes and Zhou 1993, 82). Portes and Zhou (1993) further
indicate that being of colour, living in marginalized neighbourhoods and
being confronted with the absence of occupational mobility ladders are
factors that render migrant children more vulnerable to downward
assimilation.
Generational differences
There is evidence that young people with a migration background progress in
their educational attainment over several generations. Based on German
survey data, Fincke (2008) stated that migrants from the second generation
attained higher educational levels than first-generation migrants. Phalet
and Swyngedouw (2003) showed that there is progress from the first to the
second generation of migrants in educational attainment, but that the
overall gap compared with non-migrant members of the majority population
remains significant.
Evidence regarding the labour market position of different generations of
migrants is rather mixed. Fincke (2008) found that migrants from the second
generation were doing better than those from the first generation, while
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Cheung (2014) did not find evidence for generational progress in the UK
labour market: second-generation migrants continue to have a higher risk
than majority population members of being unemployed or inactive, and
those who have jobs earn less than majority population members, even
when controlled for qualifications, language skills, age, marital status, citizen-
ship status and the proportion of life spent in the UK.
Intra-generational differences
Given the intra-generational heterogeneity, in particular within the second
generation, scholars have tried to identify factors that might explain these
differences and also give insight into influences on inter-generational evol-
ution. A first factor is the youngsters’ region or country of origin: there is
ample evidence that particular migrant groups (e.g. non-European migrants,
who are often non-white and/or Muslims) are confronted with “othering”
practices, making structural assimilation processes more difficult and enhan-
cing feelings of not belonging (Portes, Fernández-Kelly, and Haller 2005; Sil-
berman, Alba, and Fournier 2007). In their review of research on
educational and labour market outcomes for second-generation migrants in
ten Western European countries (including Belgium), Heath, Rothon, and
Kilpi (2008) stated that “minorities whose parents came from less developed
non-European origins tend to have substantially lower educational attain-
ments or qualifications than do their respective majority groups” (p. 216).
For Belgium, these most disadvantaged minority groups included people
with a Turkish or Moroccan background. Minorities of European ancestry,
for example, the Italians in Belgium, also had lower levels of attainment
than the majority groups, but the minority–majority gap was somewhat
smaller.
Second, migrants’ SES exerts a large (negative) influence on their edu-
cational position. Research shows that overall a lower SES negatively
impacts on educational trajectories and outcomes in the population (Breen
and Jonsson 2005). Yet, whether SES flattens out all differences between
people with and without a migration background remains unclear. In their
review, Kao and Thompson (2003) showed that in some studies a significant
difference between second-generation migrants and non-migrants persisted
after controlling for SES, whereas in other research, this difference disap-
peared. Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi (2008) distinguished between second-
generation groups of European ancestry and minorities from less developed
countries: in the former group disadvantages could largely be explained by
SES, while in the latter, significant differences remained after controlling for
SES. Furthermore, research shows that a lower SES also impedes entrance
into the labour market and the acquisition of high-ranked jobs (Breen and
Jonsson 2005). SES seems thus to impact on chances in the labour market,
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yet other mechanisms disadvantaging people with a migrant background are
also at stake (Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi 2008).
Hypotheses
Although there is already some understanding of inter-generational differ-
ences in migrants’ positions in education and the labour market, questions
still remain. First, most of the studies have focused on comparing migrants
from the second generation with people without a migrant background
(Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi 2008; Portes, Fernández-Kelly, and Haller 2005),
without simultaneously considering differences between migrants from the
first generation and people without a migrant background. Further, “second
generation” is used as a broad category, including migrants with parents
(“second generation”) and grandparents (“third generation”) born in another
country (Cheung 2014). This implies that little is known about migrants from
this third generation. This article therefore aims at further differentiating poss-
ible variations in structural assimilation (positions in education and the labour
market) between non-migrants (G0) and youngsters with a migration back-
ground of the first (G1, born abroad), second (G2, at least one parent born
abroad) and third generations (G3, at least one grandparent born abroad)
(see Vlaams Economisch Sociaal Overlegcomité 2014). Flanders (the northern,
Dutch-speaking part of Belgium) is an interesting research context, as the PISA
results show that the gap between pupils with a migrant background (first and
second generations) and non-migrant peers is, amongst all participating
countries, the largest in Flanders (Jacobs et al. 2009). We hypothesize that
the differences between G0 on the one hand and G1–G2–G3 on the other
will become smaller as generations move along andmay eventually disappear,
given the classical assimilation hypothesis (hypothesis 1). Second, we hypoth-
esize that SES will have an overall impact on positions in education and the
labour market, irrespective of the generation of the young migrants: adoles-
cents with a lower SES will have lower positions in education and the labour
market. The question is whether this effect of SES will be fully able to
explain differences between the generations or whether the effect of gener-
ation still has explanatory power (hypothesis 2). The third hypothesis is that
for non-EU15 migrants, the assimilation process over generations will evolve
more slowly than for EU15 migrants (hypothesis 3). We operationalize the
factor “region of origin” in this way because research shows that migrants
coming from countries that joined the EU more recently (especially Eastern
European countries) are constructed as “the other” and the majority of the
members of the majority population are not in favour of migrants coming
from Eastern Europe (Meuleman and Billiet 2003). EU15 refers to the fifteen
member states of the European Union on 1 January 1995: Austria, Belgium,
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the
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Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the UK (European Union 1995–
2015).
Context
To fully comprehend and interpret the research results, we give below a brief
overview of the Flemish education system and the measures taken – or not
taken – in response to the presence of migrant children in Flemish schools.
The Flemish education system is composed of three chronological parts:
three and a half years of non-compulsory education, six years of compulsory
primary education and six years of compulsory secondary education, starting
mostly at age twelve. In secondary education, youngsters can choose
between four tracks: general, technical, vocational and artistic (the latter
was not retained in this study, given the very limited number of pupils choos-
ing this track). From age sixteen on, adolescents can enrol in a combined
school and workplace track. While the choice of track is in principle free, tea-
chers significantly influence this choice through their advice (Boone and Van
Houtte 2013). Throughout secondary school, teachers can oblige pupils to
repeat a year or exclude them from a certain track. Once enrolled in a track,
moving to a “higher” track is difficult and rarely done, resulting in many
pupils starting in the general track and then gradually “falling down” to the
vocational track. Although, when successfully finished, all tracks lead to a cer-
tificate allowing pupils to access higher education, the general perception is
that these tracks are hierarchically ranked (Boone and Van Houtte 2013):
the general educational track is considered the most demanding, the voca-
tional and combined school and workplace tracks have rather low esteem,
and the technical track is situated in between (Boone and Van Houtte 2013).
When the first groups of labour migrants’ children entered Flemish schools
in the 1950s, little special attention was paid to them. The government, as well
as their parents, thought that their presence was only temporary and that they
would eventually return to their home countries (Sierens 2006). In the 1970s
and 1980s, it became clear that these migrants would stay. Nevertheless, no
structural measures were taken, because the causes of the problems
migrant children had at school were situated at home and in the neighbour-
hood rather than in the school (system) (Sierens 2006). Since 1991, more
coherent plans were set up that also considered the responsibility of the
school system (Sierens 2006).
Methods
Procedure
Students of eight secondary schools in two Belgian cities, Genk and Sint-
Niklaas (four schools in each city), participated. These two cities were
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chosen since a large number of their inhabitants are migrants and
migrant descendants: in Genk, 54.0 per cent of the inhabitants are of
foreign origin (the second highest percentage of all cities in Flanders) (Van-
duynslager et al. 2013); in Sint-Niklaas, 20.4 per cent of the inhabitants are
of foreign origin (“Lokale Inburgerings- en Integratiemonitor 2013. Sint-
Niklaas.” 2013). Inhabitants of foreign origin are defined here as inhabitants
whose current or first nationality is not Belgian or who have at least one
parent without Belgian nationality as their first nationality (Vanduynslager
et al. 2013).
In each city, we contacted schools that offer the different educational
tracks in the Flemish educational system, as well as schools that mostly
attract girls and schools that mostly attract boys, in order to capture the
full diversity of youngsters in the Flemish educational system. Initially,
nine schools were contacted, of which four did not wish to participate
because they felt under too much pressure to participate in research.
Three complementary schools were contacted, which all agreed to partici-
pate. All pupils in the fifth, sixth and, if available, seventh grades (in theory
pupils between sixteen and nineteen years old) were asked to take part in
the research. The researcher (i.e. the first author of this article) spent one to
two weeks in each school to make sure that she could be present in every
classroom when the survey was completed. In a classroom setting and
during regular school hours, the researcher discussed the aim, content,
informed consent forms and practicalities of the research with the pupils.
The anonymity of the research was stressed and written informed
consent was obtained from all respondents. The youngsters were given
the opportunity to share their contact details with the researcher if they
wished to receive information on the results of the research. They were
given the contact details of the researcher, whom they could contact
with further questions. Film tickets were raffled off as an incentive. All of
the 1,628 adolescents present at school at the time of the data collection
participated (Table 2).
Most participants completed an online survey during a fifty-minute period
in the presence of the researcher and a teacher; 21 pupils completed the
questionnaire on paper (due to a technical error), and 232 completed it
without the researcher being present (due to planning problems in the
schools), 69 on-line and 162 on paper.
In further analysis, the data of forty-one youngsters were not retained
because they lived in the Netherlands (n = 18), because they were
exchange students (n = 2) or because they did not complete all infor-
mation on the birthplaces of their parents and grandparents (n = 21),
which would have caused problems given the importance of these data
for the research.
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Variables
Independent variables
Youngsters were asked about their own, their parents’ and their grandparents’
country of birth in order to group them into generations (G1, G2, G3, G0 coded
from 1 to 4) and to distinguish between youngsters with EU15, non-EU15 and
Belgian origin. When the youngster or one of his/her (grand)parents were
born outside of the EU15, he/she was classified into the non-EU15 group
(coded as 3, n = 433; 27.3 per cent). If the youngster or one of his/her (grand)-
parents were born in an EU15 country other than Belgium, he/she was classi-
fied into the EU15 group (2, n = 351; 22.1 per cent). Members of the G0 group
were all classified into a separate “Belgian” category (1, n = 803; 50.6 per cent)
(Tables 1 and 2).
For the SES of the participant’s family, respondents were asked to fill in their
parents’ occupation, together with a small job description. The occupations
were then classified into eight categories, based on the ten categories used
in the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-08) devel-
oped by the International Labour Organization (International Labour Organiz-
ation 2012). The category of “skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers”
contained only a few cases (n = 9) and was merged with the category “craft
and related trades workers”. The category of “armed forces occupations”
was not used: we chose to assign the few people in this category to the cat-
egory that came closest to the actual occupation they were performing within
the armed forces. Finally, non-working parents were classified in the category
of “elementary occupations” (as in Bouverne-De Bie, Van de Walle, and Bradt
2014). In the ISCO-08, the highest SES is represented by the lowest number.
We inverted this coding to make interpretation easier: SES ranges now from












34 Italy – Belgium
27 Netherlands – Belgium
22 Italy
17 Germany – Belgium
11 Greece – Belgium
8 France – Belgium
8 Spain – Belgium
19 others
43 Italy – Belgium
30 Netherlands – Belgium
20 Italy
19 Germany – Belgium
11 France – Belgium











67 Turkey – Belgium
41 Morocco
31 Morocco – Belgium
6 Poland – Belgium
5 Congo – Belgium
49 others




Note: ethnic origins group with at least n = 5 were counted separately, the other were grouped into the
“others’ category”.
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Male 108 (72.0%) 270 (63.5%) 134 (64.1%) 449 (55.9%) 961 (60.6%)
Female 42 (28.0%) 155 (36.5%) 75 (35.9%) 354 (44.1%) 626 (39.4%)
Agea
(n = 1,587)




Elementary occupations and non-working 52 (35.6%) 110 (26.0%) 17 (8.3%) 64 (8.0%) 243 (15.4%)
Plant and machine operators, and assemblers 17 (11.6%) 52 (12.3%) 19 (9.3%) 53 (6.6%) 141 (9.0%)
Craft and related trades workers and skilled
agricultural, forestry and fishery workers
30 (20.5%) 75 (17.7%) 26 (12.7%) 84 (10.5%) 215 (13.7%)
Service and sales workers 13 (8.9%) 50 (11.8%) 36 (17.6%) 103 (12.9%) 202 (12.8%)
Clerical support workers 7 (4.8%) 21 (5.0%) 17 (8.3%) 70 (8.7%) 115 (7.3%)
Technicians and associate professionals 12 (8.2%) 49 (11.6%) 33 (16.1%) 121 (15.1%) 215 (13.7%)
Professionals 6 (4.1%) 45 (10.6%) 32 (15.6%) 191 (23.8%) 274 (17.4%)
Managers 9 (6.2%) 21 (5.0%) 25 (12.2%) 115 (14.4%) 170 (10.8%)
Region of origin
(n = 1,587)
Belgium 0 0 0 803 (100%) 803 (50.6%)
EU15 45 (30.0%) 146 (34.4%) 160 (76.6%) 0 351 (22.1%)
Non-EU15 105 (70.0%) 279 (65.6%) 49 (23.4%) 0 433 (27.3%)















1 (elementary occupations and the non-working) to 8 (managers) (see Table
1). The family’s SES was based on the category of the highest scoring
parent. When there was only one parent or when information about one of
the parents was missing, the information on the remaining parent was used
(n = 115). If the information for both parents was missing, the family’s SES
was considered a missing value (n = 12).
We included gender as a control variable. In total, 961 boys (coded as 1,
60.6 per cent) and 626 girls (coded as 0, 39.4 per cent) participated. The
large number of boys in the sample is mainly due to the inclusion of two
large schools that almost exclusively attract boys because of the type of edu-
cation they offer (e.g. mechanics and construction).
Dependent variables
Three dependent variables were included. First, the current educational track
was included, namely the general, technical, vocational or combined school
and workplace track. The answers were recoded into two categories: prepar-
ing for higher education (general and technical tracks (1) (n = 890; 56.1 per
cent) or not preparing for higher education (vocational and combined
school and workplace tracks (0) (n = 695; 43.8 per cent).
The second variable was whether or not the youngsters had a delay in their
educational trajectories. The age of the pupils was compared to the age they
should have been when in the fifth, sixth or seventh grade of secondary
school in a regular educational trajectory. All pupils who were older than
that regular age were considered as having been delayed in their educational
trajectories, for example because of repeating a year (1) (n = 700; 44.2 per
cent). The others were considered as not having been delayed in their trajec-
tories (0) (n = 885; 55.8 per cent).
Third, we asked how certain the participants were they would find a job
quickly after finishing their education. Answers were given on a five-
point Likert scale, ranging from “very uncertain” (1) to “very certain” (5).
56 or 3.5 per cent of the youngsters answered they were very uncertain,
112 or 7.1 per cent were rather uncertain, 377 or 23.8 per cent were
neither certain nor uncertain, 734 or 46.3 per cent were rather certain
and 302 or 19.0 per cent were very certain. Those who answered they
were “very uncertain”, “rather uncertain” or “neither certain or uncertain”
were also asked why they thought they would not find a job quickly. We indi-
cated a couple of possible reasons and left it open to them to state a differ-
ent one.
Analysis
Two-step multilevel regression analyses were executed to correct for the fact
that the participants were nested within schools (Hox 2010). A first set of
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logistic regressions examined possible significant differences between the
four generations in the educational tracks preparing for higher education
on the one hand and not preparing for higher education on the other (G0–
G1–G2–G3) (hypothesis 1). The reference category was “not preparing for
higher education”. In a first step, generation was entered into the model
while controlling for gender, since we know that a considerable gender gap
exists when it comes to educational attainment (with boys, for example,
obtaining lower grades and having fewer opportunities to enrol in higher edu-
cation; see, for example, Vantieghem et al. 2014). In a second step, SES was
added as an independent variable to detect whether the possible impact of
generation was suppressed, magnified or not affected by SES (hypothesis
2). All analyses were performed separately for the EU15 group and the non-
EU15 group, who were compared to non-migrants. These analyses enabled
us to examine how the models differed according to the participants’
region of origin (hypothesis 3). Similarly, a second set of logistic regressions
was used to explore possible differences regarding delay in educational trajec-
tories. The reference category was “no delay”. A third similar set of linear
regressions investigated possible differences in participants’ expectations
about the labour market.
Results
Bivariate analyses of educational track, delay in educational trajectory and cer-
tainty about finding a job after graduating by generation, gender, SES and
region of origin (Table 3) already showed differences in educational track,
delay in educational trajectory and expectations about finding a job after fin-
ishing school between generations (hypothesis 1), boys and girls, respondents
with a high and low SES (hypothesis 2), and youngsters with a Belgian/EU15/
non-EU15 background (hypothesis 3). Migrants were underrepresented in
educational tracks preparing for higher education and more migrants had a
delay in their educational trajectories, although change did occur over gener-
ations. These results are in line with existing evidence on the first and second
generations. Regarding expectations about opportunities in the labour
market, differences seemed small at first sight, which is rather at odds with
existing evidence.
Considering the differences between generations (hypothesis 1) within the
EU15 group (hypothesis 3) (Table 4), we saw that G1 and G2 had lower
chances of being in an educational track that prepares for higher education
compared to G0, but that there was no significant difference between G3
and G0 (Table 4, model 1). Participants of the generations G1 and G3 more
often showed a delay in their educational trajectories (Table 4, model 1).
For none of the migrant generations was there a significant difference with
G0 in the variable “to find a job quickly after graduation” (Table 4, model 5).
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Table 3. Distribution of educational track, delay in educational trajectory and certainty about finding a job after graduating by generation, gender, SES










higher education No delay Delay
Generation
(n = 1,587)
G1 96 (64.0%) 54 (36.0%) 34 (22.7%) 116 (77.3%) 3.69 (1.11)
G2 225 (52.9%) 199 (46.8%) 189 (44.6%) 235 (55.4%) 3.60 (0.96)
G3 83 (39.7%) 125 (59.8%) 115 (55.3%) 93 (44.7%) 3.80 (0.95)
G0 291 (36.2%) 512 (63.8%) 547 (68.1%) 256 (31.9%) 3.74 (0.95)
Gender
(n = 1,587)
Boys 516 (53.8%) 444 (46.2%) 479 (49.9%) 481 (50.1%) 3.88 (0.96)
Girls 179 (28.6%) 446 (71.4%) 406 (65.0%) 219 (35.0%) 3.43 (0.93)
SES
(n = 1,575)
Elementary occupations and non-working 159 (65.4%) 84 (34.6%) 84 (34.6%) 159 (65.4%) 3.55 (1.00)
Plant and machine operators, and assemblers 87 (62.1%) 53 (37.9%) 63 (45.0%) 77 (55.0%) 3.84 (0.97)
Craft and related trades workers and skilled agricultural,
forestry and fishery workers
124 (57.7%) 91 (42.3%) 105 (48.8%) 110 (51.2%) 3.72 (1.02)
Service and sales workers 107 (53.0%) 95 (47.0%) 108 (53.5%) 94 (46.5%) 3.81 (0.91)
Clerical support workers 39 (34.2%) 75 (65.8%) 67 (58.8%) 47 (41.2%) 3.56 (0.96)
Technicians and associate professionals 83 (38.6%) 132 (61.4%) 126 (58.6%) 89 (41.4%) 3.75 (1.03)
Professionals 52 (19.0%) 222 (81.0%) 202 (73.7%) 72 (26.3%) 3.71 (0.88)
Managers 37 (21.8%) 133 (78.2%) 126 (74.1%) 44 (25.9%) 3.70 (0.98)
Region of origin
(n = 1,587)
Belgium 291 (36.2%) 512 (63.8%) 547 (68.1%) 256 (31.9%) 3.74 (0.95)
EU15 162 (46.3%) 188 (53.7%) 178 (50.9%) 172 (49.1%) 3.73 (0.97)












Table 4. Impact of generation and SES, controlled for gender, on educational tracks, delay in educational trajectory and expectations about the labour
market only for participants with an EU15 migration background.
Educational track
(ref: not preparing for higher education)
Educational track




(ref: no delay) Finding a job Finding a job
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
Intercept
B (SE) −0.511 (1.041) −1.652 (1.012) −0.779** (0.255) − 0.134 (0.274) 3.621*** (0.107) 3.565*** (0.124)
Gender (ref: girls)
B (SE) −0.414 (0.245) −0.503* (0.250) 0.327 (0.176) 0.380* (0.177) 0.168* (0.070) 0.157* (0.070)
Odds ratio 0.661 0.605 1.387 1.462
Generation (ref: G0)
G1
B (SE) −1.013* (0.419) −0.727 (0.408) 1.741*** (0.366) 1.516*** (0.369) 0.116 (0.140) 0.107 (0.143)
Odds ratio 0.363 0.483 5.705 4.552
G2
B (SE) −0.504* (0.244) −0.312 (0.255) 0.376 (0.203) 0.266 (0.207) −0.046 (0.086) −0.038 (0.086)
Odds ratio 0.604 0.732 1.457 1.305
G3
B (SE) 0.281 (0.237) 0.275 (0.245) 0.396* (0.193) 0.376 (0.197) −0.017 (0.081) −0.017 (0.081)
Odds ratio 1.324 1.317 1.486 1.457
SES
B (SE) 0.259*** (0.038) −0.145*** (0.031) 0.013 (0.013)




Notes: two-step multilevel logistic (educational track and delay in educational trajectory) and linear (finding a job) regressions only for participants with an EU15 migration back-
ground, with gender and generation added as independent variables in a first step and SES added as an independent variable in a second step.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.















A lower SES background was associated with being in an educational track
that did not prepare for higher education, with higher risks of having a delay
in educational trajectory, but not with less certainty about finding a job
quickly after graduating (Table 4, models 2, 4 and 6). This factor thus had
an overall effect on the educational track youngsters were in and on the
risks of having a delay in their trajectories (hypothesis 2). This effect might
be an indication of schools being – often in rather unconscious ways –
mainly oriented towards middle-class children, thereby, amongst other
elements, valuing these children’s social capital more or showing higher
expectations of them, factors that might explain these pupils’ relative
success in school. Further, entering SES in the model made all generational
effects within the EU15 group disappear, except for the difference between
G0 and G1 on the delay variable. Regarding the latter, the recent
migration process might be influential. SES thus accounted for almost all
differences between non-migrants and migrants with an EU15 background
(hypothesis 2).
Exploring the differences between generations (hypothesis 1) within the
non-EU15 group (hypothesis 3) (Table 5), participants from generations G1
and G2 had lower chances of being in an educational track that prepares
them for higher education and showed higher risks of having a delay in edu-
cational trajectory compared to G0, but no significant difference between G3
and G0 was found (Table 5, models 1 and 3). For all migrant generations, there
was a significant difference compared with G0 as regards finding a job quickly
after graduation, which is a striking difference from the EU15 group (Table 5,
model 5).
Similar to the EU15 group, a lower SES background was associated with
being in an educational track that did not prepare for higher education,
with higher risks of having a delay in educational trajectory, but not with
less certainty about finding a job quickly after graduating (Table 5, models
2, 4 and 6). Also here, SES thus clearly impacted on the educational track
youngsters were in and the risks of having a delay (hypothesis 2). However,
in contrast to the EU15 group, when entering SES only the difference
between G1 and G0 in expectations about finding a job disappeared, while
all other differences persisted. SES is thus not the only factor explaining the
differences between non-migrants and migrants with a non-EU15 back-
ground (hypothesis 2). One hypothesis here is that young people with a
non-EU15 background are often visibly different from the EU15 and the
majority population and also carry distinctive names, both elements
evoking assumptions about their (different) ethnic, cultural or religious affilia-
tion, and as such possibly inducing mechanisms of discrimination and insti-
tutional racism. This hypothesis is supported by the following results.
When asked for reasons why it would be hard to find a job, most of the
youngsters with an EU15 migrant background referred to the current difficult
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Table 5. Impact of generation and SES, controlled for gender, on educational tracks, delay in educational trajectory and expectations about the labour
market only for participants with a non-EU15 migration background.
Educational track
(ref: not preparing for higher education)
Educational track




(ref: no delay) Finding a job Finding a job
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
Intercept
B (SE) −0.536 (1.031) −1.273 (1.002) −0.772** (0.256) −0.362 (0.279) 3.622*** (0.096) 3.527*** (0.114)
Gender (ref: girls)
B (SE) −0.202 (0.231) −0.313 (0.234) 0.246 (0.169) 0.289 (0.169) 0.174 *(0.068) 0.169 *(0.068)
Odds ratio 0.817 0.731 1.278 1.335
Generation (ref: G0)
G1
B (SE) −1.177*** (0.289) −0.835** (0.302) 2.086***(0.262) 1.921*** (0.274) −0.228* (0.097) −0.167 (0.101)
Odds ratio 0.308 0.434 8.049 6.830
G2
B (SE) −0.948*** (0.195) −0.698*** (0.204) 1.198***(0.159) 1.037*** (0.166) −0.206** (0.066) −0.167* (0.070)
Odds ratio 0.388 0.498 3.313 2.820
G3
B (SE) −0.690 (0.393) −0.699 (0.395) 0.436 (0.322) 0.418 (0.323) 0.312* (0.137) 0.318* (0.137)
Odds ratio 0.501 0.497 1.547 1.519
SES
B (SE) 0.176*** (0.036) −0.091** (0.030) 0.021 (0.013)




Notes: Two-step multilevel logistic (educational track and delay in educational trajectory) and linear (finding a job) regressions only for participants with a non-EU15 migration back-
ground, with gender and generation added as independent variables in a first step and SES added as an independent variable in a second step.
* p < .05.
** p < .01.















situation in the labour market, either by indicating the reason “There will not
be any jobs for people with my diploma” (45 of 112 youngsters, 40.2 per cent)
or by indicating “other” and explaining that the current economic crisis and
high unemployment rates would make it difficult to find a job (30 or 26.8
per cent). Second, 20 or 17.9 per cent of the youngsters indicated “I will not
be given a fair chance”. The highest proportion of youngsters with a non-
EU15 migrant background, on the other hand, indicated “I will not be given
a fair chance” (60 of 166 youngsters, 36.1 per cent). The second and third
most often indicated reasons were “There will not be any jobs for people
with my diploma” (55 or 33.1 per cent) and “other”, referring to the economic
crisis and high unemployment rates (23 or 13.9 per cent). The young people’s
expectations, unfortunately, are supported by empirical evidence of discrimi-
natory practices against them in the labour market.
Conclusion and discussion
This article’s main aim was to investigate whether differences between
migrants and non-migrants in structural assimilation disappeared over gener-
ations. Additionally, we wanted to see whether SES background could entirely
explain differences between generations. Finally, we examined whether struc-
tural assimilation processes evolved more slowly for non-EU15 than for EU15
migrants.
The results for differences between generations of migrant adolescents in
their educational tracks can be regarded as evidence supporting the tra-
ditional assimilation hypothesis. Indeed, we found a significant difference
between the first and second generations of migrant adolescents and non-
migrants, but not between the latter and third-generation migrants. As indi-
cated above, previous research has shown that there is progress towards
more equal chances from first- to second-generation migrants in educational
attainment, but that the gap with the majority population persists (Fincke
2008; Phalet and Swyngedouw 2003). Our study reveals that in the specific
context of the two selected cities in Flanders, this gap does disappear for
third-generation migrant adolescents. In contrast, both the results for delay
in educational trajectories and expectations about the labour market do not
support traditional assimilation hypotheses, since we did not find significant
changes over migrant generations or even a persisting inequality. For delay
in educational trajectories, significant differences were found between non-
migrants, on the one hand, and first- and third-generation EU15 migrants
and first- and second-generation non-EU15 migrants, on the other. Regarding
labour market expectations, significant differences were noted between non-
EU15 migrants of all generations and non-migrants. For the first generation of
migrant adolescents, the disadvantages could partly be explained by the fact
that “the process of migration itself is disruptive” (Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi
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2008, 212), for example, because of issues with the recognition of foreign cer-
tificates and knowledge of the language (Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi 2008). Yet,
despite the second and third generations of migrant adolescents being born
and raised in Belgium, still they do not seem to have equal chances, compared
to non-migrants. Apparently, having at least one (grand)parent born in
another country creates obstacles to fully participating in educational struc-
tures and/or leads to people expecting more problems when entering the
labour market. We can therefore conclude that there is no “straight-line assim-
ilation” (Alba and Nee 1997) through which differences neatly disappear over
generations.
Having a lower SES seems to decrease young people’s chances of entering
educational tracks preparing for higher education and to increase the risk of
experiencing a delay in their educational trajectory, as was expected from our
literature review (Breen and Jonsson 2005). Within the EU15 group, SES could
explain almost all differences between migrants and non-migrants (except
some aspects for the first generations). In contrast, within the non-EU15
group, the generational effects that were significant before entering SES
into the model remained (Heath, Rothon, and Kilpi 2008). In this non-EU15
group, SES thus cannot sufficiently explain differences between the groups,
and it is clear that other mechanisms are at stake here.
The remarkable differences between the EU15 group and the non-EU15
group may indicate that discrimination on the basis of ethnic-cultural origin
plays an important role here. The non-EU15 group, many with roots in
Turkey and Morocco, are not only often “visibly different” (Colic-Peisker and
Tilbury 2007), but also often have distinctive names, which may induce
assumptions about their ethnic origin and/or religious affiliation (Silberman,
Alba, and Fournier 2007). Although we could conceptualize their pathways
as (at risk of) downward assimilation (Portes and Zhou 1993), we will use
this terminology carefully, since it might label this group even more as a pro-
blematic minority, giving rise to racist ideas and actions rather than to scruti-
nizing the ways in which educational systems and labour market mechanisms
are unfair to some groups in society, and to taking action to assure equal
opportunities for everyone (Alba, Kasinitz, and Waters 2011). Research has
shown extensively how people who are (seen as) Muslims, which in
Belgium often comes down to people of Moroccan or Turkish descent, have
to cope with very negative attitudes towards them (Zemni 2011). While
their socio-economic problems are often related to their perceived ethnic, cul-
tural and/or religious affiliations (Zemni 2011), seldom are reflections made
about the fact that some responsibility might also lie with the majority popu-
lation and that adjusting the context might help significantly (Meuleman and
Billiet 2003; Zemni 2011). The same mechanisms seem to be at work in
schools: teachers and school principals acknowledge that youngsters with a
migration background are more often oriented towards non-general
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educational trajectories and that this is problematic (Clycq et al. 2014). Yet,
they attribute this mechanism mainly to language difficulties and the unwill-
ingness of the youngsters and their families to adjust. No barriers are seen in
the structural conditions of the Flemish educational system (Clycq et al. 2014).
Remarkably, this discourse is often repeated in the narratives of the young
migrants and their families, in which they seem to agree with the prevailing
view of the impact of individual and family-related factors on school
success or failure without mentioning more structural factors, despite the
fact that they are often confronted with discriminatory remarks or attitudes,
both within and outside school (Clycq et al. 2014). Radtke (2004) argues
that the “choices” made by school staff about the educational trajectories
of adolescents with a migration background are not so much deeply con-
scious choices on the basis of nationality or origin, but rather “things that
happen” because of an internal, routine, unquestioned logic, combined
with a rather unconscious idea of what “being a pupil” entails. He argues
that these processes have to be analysed as cases of structural or institutional
racism, as racism that forms an inherent part of structures and “the way things
are done” (Vaught and Castagno 2008). This relates to the idea that insti-
tutions such as school and the way (entry into) the labour market functions
are tailored towards a “white middle class”, rendering the socio-cultural
capital of (the children of) migrants not always “usable” within these –
often unquestioned – institutional logics (Clycq et al. 2014; Vaught and Cas-
tagno 2008).
Research has indeed shown that visible differences and names that evoke
assumptions about someone’s ethnic origin and/or religious affiliation (in
Belgium concerning, in particular, people of Turkish and Moroccan descent)
do make a (negative) difference in the labour market (Corluy et al. 2015; Silber-
man, Alba, and Fournier 2007). Youngsters with a non-EU15 migration back-
ground – hearing about and seeing the difficulties encountered by
members of their social networks – may incorporate these observations and
adjust their expectations accordingly (Van Praag 2013). This might also be a
hypothesis that explains the differences in educational tracks (Van Praag
2013).
If policy and practice are to progress towards more equal opportunities,
there is a large need to increase awareness of unquestioned institutional
logics and the creation of spaces in which asking questions is possible.
Further, awareness of the negative consequences attached to being visibly
different is pivotal, combined with regulations to combat discrimination in
the labour market.
It would be interesting to broaden this research with a larger sample, in
order to further refine distinctions concerning origin (e.g. Eastern European
youngsters as a separate group, given that they are less “visibly different”
(Colic-Peisker and Tilbury 2007; Van Praag 2013)) and migration history. The
18 F. VERHAEGHE ET AL.
latter is important because research shows that young people’s migration
history may impact on the frames of reference they have about education,
the resources in their network they can rely on, and the educational
choices they make (Van Praag 2013). While SES, generation and region of
origin and the discriminatory processes that come along with those factors
clearly play a very important role, other factors are also important. Fleisch-
mann et al. (2012), for example, showed that for migrants, there is a positive
correlation between the presence of co-ethnics in the neighbourhood and the
chances of completing secondary education. This shows that factors on a
school and neighbourhood level need to be explored in greater depth.
Turning back to the broader assimilation theory and looking at the different
dimensions of assimilation, we also need to explore further how the structural
disadvantages and, in particular, the range of structural assimilation pathways
for groups of different origins are linked to the other dimensions of assimila-
tion (social, identity-related and cultural) (Brubaker 2001): do we also find
different pathways in these dimensions, and do these particular pathways
impede certain processes and/or accelerate others? Further quantitative
and qualitative research could yield useful insights into the mechanisms at
work here.
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